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INTRODUCTION

Arriving at VCU, I wasn't sure what to expect of an MFA program.
All I knew for sure was that after my undergraduate experience,
I was not finished learning about graphic design. Of course, I had
certain preconceptions about what was taught at the graduate
level — advanced design theory, in-depth tutorials about grid
systems, and plenty of formal analysis. In short, the experiences
I have had at graduate school over the past two years are not what
I expected. Instead of simply learning more about graphic design,
my experience here has been an introspective search of myself.
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FLOYD STUDIOS
RICHMOND

INTRODUCTION

2 ND STREET & BROAD
RICHMOND

I can now look back on a period of intense investigation, and
attempt to evaluate who I am as a graphic designer and as a
person. Since I came to Richmond, I have been re-examining the
things that are most important in my life. The very act of moving
into a new urban setting made me realize how much I enjoy being
outside in a natural landscape. Staying cooped up in a strange
neighborhood in a crowded city allowed me to re-discover the
importance of nature in my life. My connection with nature is one
that I always knew existed on some level, but I never completely
realized how critical it was. Perhaps the journey through graduate
school made me work harder at maintaining a relationship with
my surroundings, and I no longer take it for granted.
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INTRODUCTION

Similarly, my time in graduate school has allowed me to explore
my interest in Zen Buddhism — explorations which have helped
me to define my personal values, interests, and perspectives. I am
inspired by the notions of “interconnectivity” and "wholeness" —
primary principles in Buddhist philosophy. Many graphic designers
I know are inspired by design magazines, annuals and various
publications. Coming into the program, I thought that I, too, was
supposed to enjoy reading them. But I now understand why those
design magazines don't inspire me in the way that Zen philosophy
does — I find a greater sense of peace in my interactions with nature.
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AUSABLE RIVER
WILMINGTON, NY

INTRODUCTION

BELLE ISLE ENTRANCE
RICHMOND

When I contemplate my profession, I often question my role.
What are my ultimate objectives? Does my work transcend the
superficial? Am I making things better or worse? When I learned
that the profession of graphic design helps to create 40% of
North America's solid waste — 81,000,000 tons of paper waste —
it became clear to me that we are not thinking hard enough about
the decisions we make. I wonder how a profession such as ours has
only recently become aware of the negative impact it has on the
environment. Why has it failed to address this as a primary
concern, even though most municipalities have incorporated recycling as a normal part of the daily routine?
Is it possible that we are not taught these things in design school?
And if not, what are we being taught that is more important? Is
learning how to set type on a page truly that important? If we do
not consider graphic design's impact on the well-being of the earth
and its inhabitants, we become destroyers instead of creators.
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INTRODUCTION

I realize now that I have only begun to explore my connection
to nature. With each new day I discover how this connection
drives who I am as a person, and ultimately the choices I make
as a graphic designer. It is in this realm that my creative project explores the boundary between personal and professional
practice. These explorations help inform me about how other
designers integrate nature into their design processes, and
they can help others do the same.
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MONROE PARK
RICHMOND

ABSTRACT

Responsible design practice should include environmental advocacy
and a focus on community — subjects often lacking in design education.
My creative project is the result of investigations into how designers
integrate nature into their design process. By increasing their awareness
for communal and environmental advocacy at the undergraduate level,
students can develop responsible design practices at the beginning of
their career. The result is the student's accumulation of integrity.
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FRANKLIN STREET
RICHMOND

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Over the last two years, I have found new ways to incorporate
nature into my design work — forming a profound connection
between my design process and the fundamental appreciation I
have for nature. In many ways, my solutions for each graduate
project have been attempts at forming new connections with
nature and the community, often providing a spiritual feeling of
release along the way. It has been a wonderful experience for
me to see how liberating and meaningful the creative process
can be for the practitioner.
17TH ST. FARMERS MARKET
RICHMOND

My undergraduate experience at the Rochester Institute of
Technology, however, was focused primarily on the study of
typography, design history, and making form in the classroom.
My relationships with nature and the community came about
purely on my own personal time. In comparison with my experiences at VCU and with the city of Richmond, RIT contained
few opportunities for me to cultivate a profound relationship
with nature.
I believe it was the shift in focus at the graduate level and the
opportunity to synthesize my interest in nature and design
which led me to such topics as the responsible use of materials,
the importance of sustainability, responsible waste management,
and the importance of thinking and acting as a socially responsible designer. I can’t help but think my experiences would have
been more fulfilling if these issues were considered sooner.
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PROBLEM STATEMENT

Observing the undergraduate classes through VCU’s teaching
assistantship programs provided me with a different view on what
can be taught in design school. For the most part, many of the
above topics seem to permeate each classroom. Perhaps that is
simply because all of the graduate professors also teach the
undergraduate students. I observed how professors incorporated
ethical questions and debates into their classrooms — helping to
provide the fuel for personal exploration and critical discussions
that are invaluable to one’s education.
I do not necessarily believe, however, that visual beauty becomes
less important as one explores further contextual meaning. As a
student of philosophy as well as design, I’ve learned about myriad
aesthetic theories and principles, none of which are more correct
than another. My interests currently are less concerned with the
visual aspects of beauty than they are with moral dilemmas that
surround the practicing designer every day. Over the last two
years as I’ve reached a new level of appreciation and love for
nature, I have become more concerned with the ethical choices
designers make than the visual ones.
While contemplating a future in design education, I often wonder
how I might provide opportunities for students at the undergraduate level to be engaged. How can I inspire my students similar to
the ways in which my professors have inspired me?

21

BRIDGE TO BELLE ISLE
RICHMOND

INSPIRATIONS

MEETING AT FLOYD STUDIO
CARTER WORKSHOP

The VCU faculty and my peers in the graduate program have
offered many profound insights over the past two years. While
moving to Richmond prompted me to investigate my immediate
neighborhood, it was cultivating relationships with each member
of the graduate program that motivated me to further examine the
urban landscape. I was particularly interested in the relationships
city dwellers have with nature. Simply listening has brought me
more gratification than I could ever have hoped to find otherwise.
From the initial research stages to the solutions I produced in the
graduate workshops — from deliberate design decisions to those
that were more intuitive — I can see that nothing I have done was
unfounded. Having the confidence to let my guard down and place
trust in outside influences gave me the courage I needed to break
out of my comfort zone and learn something new. In that sense,
everything relates back to the notion of the mentor.

24

INSPIRATIONS

In Professor Carter's workshop in the fall of 2003, we were
asked to select a unique indigenous culture in which to immerse
ourselves. Although I was able to select from the countless
number of endangered cultures around the globe, I was most
intrigued by the Skipjack community of northern Virginia and
Maryland. Perhaps what excited me most about the culture was
the possibility that I might go sailing with these fishermen on
the Chesapeake Bay. But for whatever reason, I saw an opportunity in the project for me to get back to Nature.

SKIPJACK MONUMENT
CARTER WORKSHOP, 2003

This project allowed me to break down some of my preconceptions about the limitations of the graphic design process. My
end solution took on the form of sculpture — a medium I had
not previously considered to be a viable tool for designers.
Over the following two years, I began to explore the ways in
which design can employ aspects of sculpture, photography,
film, or performance — often pushing the boundaries between
art, design, and craft. In this investigative process, I realized
that having a profound personal experience is ultimately more
important than the vehicle that expresses it.
As I now recall my memories of sailing on the Chesapeake
and dredging for oysters with Captain Wade Murphy, I am
invigorated by the spiritual value of my Skipjack experience.
The photographs I took that day were not flawless. The monument I later designed in homage to Captain Murphy was
not the most beautiful piece I had ever done, but through
documenting my Skipjack experience, I was able to reveal
my passion for the spiritual state of nature.
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CAPTAIN WADE MURPHY
SKIPJACK COMMUNITY

MATE HOISTING THE SAILS
SKIPJACK COMMUNITY

INSPIRATIONS

Christopher Alexander inspired me to think about how designers can cultivate systems that effectively incorporate Nature,
as opposed to destroying it or avoiding it all together. Though
Alexander’s expertise lies in the field of Architecture and
Urban Planning, I was able to find connections between his
design process and those employed by graphic designers.
Alexander’s work in A New theory of Urban Design inspired
many explorations of my own.

STUDIES BY ALEXANDER
A NEW THEORY OF URBAN DESIGN

In Professor Chessin’s workshop in the spring of 2004, I began
working with geometric shapes to create image sequences
that conveyed a sense of Interconnectivity. From there, I
shot and compiled photographic studies into flip-books, and
ultimately ended up with a series of video studies. I discovered
that I could visually describe Interconnectivity through the use
of zooming, excessively shifting from micro to macro while
maintaining the same vantage point — a technique I would
greatly benefit from in the making of my creative project.
Over the course of the semester I explored various natural
boundaries within Richmond, discovering various access points
to the James River along hidden feeder streams, as well as
Belle Isle, Maymont, and Byrd Parks. In essence, the experience
allowed me to break down my preconceptions of Richmond as
a city detached from the natural environment. By the end of
the semester, I was better prepared to articulate the importance of seeking connections with nature.
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CONCEPT SKETCHES
CHESSIN WORKSHOP

INTERCONNECTIVITY STUDIES
JAMES RIVER, RICHMOND

INSPIRATIONS

In many ways, graduate school was a very selfish time for me.
Discovering Alexander's insights, however, became an important
personal milestone in terms of thinking beyond myself; his work
moved me to think about how designers can affect the community.

MY NOTES
A NEW THEORY OF URBAN DESIGN

According to Alexander, wholeness is achieved through the
accumulation and interconnectivity of much smaller wholes. One
cannot create wholeness from large, contrived plans — in a sense
you have to let it happen naturally piece by piece. The lessons I
learned from his teachings are many — but perhaps most important
is the fact that if I want to create wholeness in my community,
I need to start with myself. It seems to me that the only way I can
become whole is if I seek out, surround myself, and “feed” myself
with things that are wholes themselves.
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INSPIRATIONS

Victor Papanek, author of The Green Imperative presents
myriad design problems and solutions illustrating how everyone can participate in creating awareness for responsible
design practices. I found the chapter “Toward the Spiritual
in Design” particularly insightful. Papanek's design theory of
intentionality suggests that the designed purposes of creation
and use — not appearance — are what determine spiritual
value in the design process. In a sense, Papanek questions the
classic Bauhaus “form follows function” argument from an
ethical perspective by offering up his own list of questions
to be answered by today’s problem-solvers:

PAPANEK’S CONCEPT SKETCHES
THE GREEN IMPERATIVE

“Will
“Will
“Will
“Can

the design aid the sustainability of the environment?”
it help those who are poor, disenfranchised or suffering?”
it save energy or help to gain renewable energies?”
it save irreplaceable resources?”

Papanek believes that services which positively aid these
concerns will nourish our souls, and as a result, spirituality
enters the design process.
Papanek’s overall influence and discussion of ethical issues
in The Green Imperative helped set the tone for projects I
worked on during Professor Malinoski’s workshop in the fall
of 2005, particularly during a project where we designed
recycling logos for the city of Richmond using found objects
collected from the environment.

35

RECYCLING LOGO SKETCHES
MALINOSKI WORKSHOP

INSPIRATIONS

Bruce Mau’s Massive Change didn’t make it into my library
until the start of my last semester, but it quickly influenced
me to start small, start anywhere, and to think big. Within the
pages I came across the case study of Michael McDonough —
environmentally concerned architect and industrial designer
whose design philosophy is rooted within systems convergence theory, particularly in the synthesis of traditional and
modern design — placing emphasis on responsible use of
materials and sustainable technologies.

PARKING GARAGE MESSAGES
MALINOSKI WORKSHOP

E-HOUSE PLANS & RENDERINGS
MICHAEL MCDONOUGH

In his interview with Bruce Mau, McDonough insists that he
“...quite literally found the future of building on the Internet,
waiting to be purchased and implemented.” The concept for
e-House, McDonough’s experimental home built in New York’s
Hudson Valley, started as a simple Google search. Today, it is
an industry leading smart house in which all major functions
are distance controlled and monitored from a website.
Although e-House employs a multiplicity of high performance
“green building” systems and state of the art alternative technologies, what interests me most about McDonough’s project
is that the organization of the rooms and circulation patterns
are based on those experienced in nature — compression and
flow. This notion of incorporating nature directly into one’s
design process would become an underlying theme throughout my creative project.
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INSPIRATIONS

In Professor Wheeler’s section of the workshop, we were asked to
analyze the aesthetic qualities of a photograph based on criteria
established by John Szarkowski: the thing itself, the detail, the frame,
the vantage point, and time. I chose Henri Cartier-Bresson’s Portrait
of Martin Luther King, Jr.
Cartier-Bresson, best known for taking photographs at a “decisive
moment” in time, describes his methodology as “the simultaneous
recognition, in a fraction of a second, of the significance of an event
as well as the precise organization of forms which gives that event
its proper expression.” For me, his portrait contrasts all other documentation I’ve ever seen of Reverend King. Cartier-Bresson captures
King’s humility, a quality we rarely see in old footage of his speeches. As a society, we often forget how hard it is to be a leader such as
King. Cartier-Bresson’s portrait reminds us that even the greatest
leaders in history had a hard time seeing the light at the end of the
tunnel. In this case, the memories of King’s accomplishments inspires
us to push on.
Wheeler’s section of workshop allowed me to completely immerse
myself in the analysis of Cartier-Bresson’s photograph. I attempted
to deconstruct the symbolic nature King’s portrait through the use
of several copying agents — including the Xerox machine, tracing
paper, and a toxic chemical called Xylene. The experience allowed
me to further explore the notions of the mentor, the role model, the
copy, and the photographic.
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SELF PORTRAIT
FLOYD STUDIO

PORTRAIT OF MLK
HENRI CARTIER-BRESSON

INSPIRATIONS

Explorations done in Professor McKelvey and Professor Woolman’s
team-taught workshop allowed me to experiment with the video
camera for the first time in my life. By deconstructing flames into
a series of shapes and lines, I tried to translate the language of fire
into a series of short video clips using Macromedia Flash and
Adobe After Effects.
In conjunction with the Interconnectivity studies for Professor
Chessin’s class, I decided to investigate the visual translation of
the river into a series of kinetic patterns. Ultimately, I tried to reincoporate the movements of the river into the patterns I had
created from the same methodology. The studies were published
in Matt Woolman’s Motion Graphics book, and provided me with
my first step into the realm of videography.
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INSPIRATIONS

Another experiment I undertook in the graduate workshop
involved immersing myself in the world of conservative talk
radio during the Presidential Election of 2004. I have noticed
that instead of letting anything speak for itself, people like
Rush Limbaugh would do everything within their power to spin
an opposing viewpoint to make it look "patently absurd." My
documentation of the election took the form of performance as
I filmed myself making embellished impersonations of Rush's
talking points during the election.
While immersing myself in an ideology that I don’t necessarily
agree with, I surprisingly found value in some of the conservative
viewpoints that I would have otherwise ignored. Ultimately,
I feel the piece was effective in personifying the underlying
conflicts brought about by the election itself.
This project also helped me see potential in how video can be a
used as a visual tool during the ideation stage of a project. At
the beginning of the semester, I had no idea how I would visually
describe or document the election. I began to video tape myself
doing mime-like movements over taped Rush monologue, but
was too embarrassed to present it to the class. When I finally
showed the class my first round of Rush impersonations, I got
an immediate reaction and quickly lost my inhibitions about
taking my video explorations further.
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INSPIRATIONS

Charles and Ray Eames’ film Powers of Ten is a perfect example
of how excessive zooming causes a dramatic shift in perspective
in both a visual and conceptual sense. From the minute levels of a
single cell to the macro scale of the outer reaches our galaxy, the
drastic shift from in to out forms a curious relationship between
the incredibly small and the boundlessly large.
Upon seeing this film for the first time, I couldn’t help but
think about my earlier Interconnectivity studies. After noticing
a correlation between the Eames’ methodology and my own,
my instincts were confirmed as being a valid way to make decisions. Letting go of a plan and letting things happen for the sake
of experimentation had never before been part of my design
process. I was always taught that a designer makes decisions
based on reasons and appropriateness, not on a hunch.
Realizing that my intuition had led me to a conceptual crossroads with an Eames project was an awakening. Had I not found
this connection, I am sure that I would not have trusted myself to
allow critical parts of my creative project videos to come together
on their own.
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INSPIRATIONS

901: After 45 Years of Working by Eames Demetrios documents
the closing of Charles and Ray Eames’ Studio at 901 Washington
Blvd in Venice, California. This film presented me with an appropriate and effective model to document my own explorations —
let the environment speak for itself.
Throughout the film, one project is followed immediately by
another, room to room, hallway to hallway for what feels like
forever. Countless works of art and design are being packed
up and shipped out as the studio gets ready to close its doors
forever. Every nook and cranny of the studio seems crammed
with by the sheer mass of Charles and Ray Eames’ body of work,
which in and of itself was quite inspiring.
The power of simplicity is what captivated me about this
film. From the homemade xylophone instrument playing in the
background to the camera work and use of panning, I feel like
Demetrios’ film was honest to the work of his grandparents
because it was so simply done. The camera was a participant
in the space, not an intruder. This film inspired me to take the
same approach in the filming of my creative project.
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Process & Methodology

PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

I entered my final semester with many doubts about what
to explore for my creative project. The first meetings with my
advisor didn’t reveal any concrete directions, but I came away
feeling optimistic about the investigations I had already done,
and the explorations yet to take place. I knew above all else that
I wanted to make a step in the right direction, one that wouldn’t
only benefit me but in the end could teach others as well.

TEAHOUSE INTERIOR
BOTANICAL GARDENS

Searching for new motivation, I ventured into the Lewis Ginter
Botanical Gardens where I spent a very cold and windy day
outside taking pictures of foliage and post-Christmas decorations
scattered around the otherwise beautiful gardens which were not
yet in bloom. I couldn’t help but think how tacky the decorations
were, and I was embittered that such a display was needed to
attract a crowd to the gardens. Something was clearly missing.
Upon discovery of a Japanese Teahouse that had been converted
into a Holiday Inn style boardroom, I was extremely disappointed
that the integrity of its exterior design had been cheapened by
the building’s interior design and intentionality. Yet again, an
opportunity for evoking a sense of authenticity was wasted.
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PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

After recounting my experience in the gardens, things started to
make more sense to me. The notion of authenticity had cropped
up before, but I’m not sure I understood its importance until I
experienced its absence in such a “natural” setting. In trying to
determine my best course of action, I decided to continue exploring new perspectives of everyday experiences. Having never
driven a Toyota Prius, I decided to take the hybrid for a spin.
During the test drive, I asked the salesman if he felt better after
selling a Prius as opposed to an SUV or another less environmentally conscious vehicle. He immediately told me “No. It’s just a
different market. That’s the only difference.” I had no verbal
response for him, but I remember thinking to myself that I would
feel better about selling a Prius. Even though I’m naive about the
car business, I couldn’t help thinking that only a completely
detached person would not feel some sort of extra gratification in
selling an environmentally concerned vehicle. Sure the SUV costs
more, and ultimately I would make more money if I concentrated
my efforts into getting gas-guzzlers off the lot, but I know in my
heart that I would live to regret that decision. For me, the choice
becomes a dilemma between economics and ethics. For some
people, the value of the Prius has little to do with consumption.
They buy the hybrid because they view it as a good investment
for the earth.
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PRIUS TEST DRIVE
WEST END TOYOTA DEALER

PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

Trying to sort out the role of the graphic designer in this, I
began to reassess the relationship between products and the
intentions of their creators. Ideally, shouldn’t designers be
personally responsible for the products they stand behind?
And ultimately, don’t we all have a choice in the projects we
undertake? Shouldn’t our efforts be concentrated on making
society better in any way that we can?

ERGONOMIC DESIGN
TOYOTA PRIUS

I began to think how I could participate socially as a visual
communicator and how I might use my skills to develop a meaningful message. I returned to the notion of being a guide and
an advocate for nature. What messages did I want to communicate, and to whom? After contemplating these issues with the
aid of my workshop notebooks, I realized that my interest,
love, and appreciation for nature presented itself in many of
my explorations and solutions. I can see now that it was this
fundamental interest in nature that led me to discover the many
ethical dilemmas that exist within the practice and production
of graphic design.
I decided my creative project should communicate an awareness of those who have a profound and interesting relationship
with nature.
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PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

It occurred to me that many of my most cherished memories
from graduate school were simply talking with faculty and
peers, trying to stay open-minded and learn from their experiences. Anecdotes about David Colley’s former career as a
working graphic designer came to mind. Instantly, I realized how
much I had learned about the evolution of graphic design,
simply through David’s personal accounts.
Then it hit me.
My creative project could be a series of conversations with
teachers I have come to respect during my experience in graduate school. I could interview the graduate faculty, friends, and
colleagues. I could communicate the lessons I had learned
through a visual dialogue. Maybe one day it could be used to
teach the undergraduate students at VCU. After I presented this
idea to my advisor, however, I saw that I was getting away from
my original intent — to communicate an optimistic view of the
design community as it relates to the natural environment.
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DAVID COLLEY TELLING A STORY
COLLEY’S RESIDENCE IN CHURCH HILL

PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

Returning to the success of my video-based experiments in
workshop courses, I concluded that the medium of video had
been an extremely effective communication vehicle, perhaps
more so than a poster or a book. With the decision that my
interviews would be videos, I needed a venue to present them.
I began to think about who my target audience would be.

VIDEO PROJECTS & EXPERIMENTS
GRADUATE WORKSHOP

I returned to the notion of the guide, the mentor, and the
teacher. Knowing that a goal in my own life is to teach graphic
design, and knowing that a goal of my project was to educate
others about the relationship between design and nature, it
seemed appropriate to make my project into a classroom tool.
At the same time, I hoped the project would form a real-world
community of socially-conscious designers that any student
could access.
I knew the department of Communication Arts and Design had
recently instituted a "supply your own laptop" requirement for
all incoming freshmen. I had personally witnessed the dependence on these laptops in the undergraduate community, and to
my knowledge the potential of optimizing the laptop as such
a direct communication tool in the classroom had not been
fully explored.
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PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

I made a list of all the people I might want to interview for this
project. The list included professors, students, architects, and
graphic designers — each person having their own unique
relationship to nature and the community:
John Malinoski, Designer
Rob Carter, Designer
Sandy Wheeler, Designer
Jamie Mahoney, Designer
Laura Chessin, Designer
David Colley, Designer
Henk Groenendijk, Designer
Ben Day, Designer
Roy McKelvey, Designer
Matt Woolman, Designer

Susan Roth, Designer
John DeMao, Designer
Noah Scalin, Designer
Joe Poccia, Designer
Christopher Hibben, Designer
Anne Graves, Designer
Jerry Bates, Photographer
Lisa Taranto, Architect
William McDonough, Architect

I started thinking about what I knew about each of these people,
and what they might have to say about their relationship to nature.
I knew that John Malinoski and his wife had recently bought a
Prius, and he was a member of the Green Party. I knew that Rob
Carter liked to run, bike, and fish by the James River, and I knew
that he and Sandy Wheeler shared an interest in rock climbing.
I knew that Jerry Bates was an avid fisherman. But after realizing
that the students at VCU would most likely come to know these
things about the faculty, I decided to concentrate on those that
had lesser-known relationships to nature.
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ENTRANCE TO BELLE ISLE
DOWNTOWN RICHMOND

PROCESS & METHODOLOGY

With that, I narrowed my exploration to three case studies:
1) David Colley: a graphic designer, a retiring CARD faculty member
at VCU, and an avid gardener.

ON THE JAMES
JAMES RIVER CANAL

2) Noah Scalin: a graphic designer, an adjunct CARD faculty
member, president of ALR Design — a socially conscious design
firm, and founder of Sprout — Richmond’s Community Supported
Agriculture Group.
3) Lisa Taranto: founder of Architecto — an architecture firm
in Richmond, and the organizing volunteer member behind Tricycle
Gardens — a community garden providing space and soil to till for
residents of the Church Hill neighborhoods in Richmond.

66

Delimitations

DELIMITATIONS

LAKE EVEREST
WILMINGTON, NY

I am not an activist. I am not an environmentalist. This project is not
politically motivated. Neither I, nor any participant in this project, is
perfect. This project is an attempt at trying to communicate and raise
awareness with designers that share a fundamental appreciation for
nature. I believe that helping others to cultivate a respect and love
for nature will help create responsible stewardship of the earth.
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Realization

REALIZATION

The first interview I conducted was with David Colley, an internationally recognized graphic designer, educator, and wonderfully
unusual human being. David is always sharing insightful anecdotes
about his life, and I very much enjoy his company.

DAVID COLLEY, MARCH 2005
DAVID’S YARD, RICHMOND

David and I became acquainted my first year at VCU. He taught
the early morning section of graduate workshop. That semester,
we learned the history of graphic design from David Colley’s
perspective. He would tell us wonderful stories about his life
experiences as a graphic designer, during a time when pioneers
of the field were still practicing. He would not only tell us about
conversing with Laszlo Maholy-Nagy, Massimo Vignelli, Joseph
Albers, and other famous designers — but hilarious impressions
of them would usually follow. Although we met very early in the
morning, David’s stories and insights always kept my attention.
A little-known fact about David is that he is an avid gardener
and landscape designer.
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REALIZATION

When David and I first met to talk about his gardens, we never
made it outside because we got caught up talking about other
interests of his — such as favorite designers, ideal clients,
cameras, and fond memories in the classroom. While a classical
music compilation played in the background, I was reminded of
David’s favorite analogy to use in the classroom — comparing
the aural elements of classical music and instruments to visual
aesthetic principles and phenomena.
During our next meeting when we managed to make it outside,
I wasn’t sure what to film or what exactly I wanted him to say.
I knew that I wanted to primarily capture him talking about his
landscape design. I had hoped he would use technical design
terms like "bilateral asymmetry" to describe what was happening in the space, and I wasn’t disappointed.
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CONCERT POSTER
DAVID COLLEY, 1984

REALIZATION

David took me around the perimeter of his house in the heart
of Church Hill to show me the grounds. He explained how the
landscape design in front of the house was designed to work in
opposition to the back — describing in detail how he’d carefully
“marshaled the space” in the front yard, but left the trees more
ragged in the back for the sake of contrast. Yet, everything
seemed to remain in a controlled space. David showed me how
the implied lines created by his house, french doors, and tree
lines all related to each other, and ultimately how the composition created in the back yard was translationally symmetrical.
I don’t mind admitting that I had a hard time seeing what he
meant while reviewing the film at home, but my experience
with David on site made me realize what a visionary this man
was and how carefully he had considered his living space.
The arrangement of his plants was done in such a way as to
create a living breathing design system across his property.
I immediately thought how valuable these analogies might
be to a design student, confused by design principles.
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REALIZATION

In my limited teaching experience, using analogies like cooking,
sports, or music to explain a design principle is often more effective than showing a piece of design. I think it works well because
there is more emphasis placed on understanding the concepts
and principles compared to simply copying various visual translations of them. In my mind, analogies transcend the boundaries of
superficial classifications.
David has a knack for telling stories, and I believe his anecdotes
have helped to teach his students what graphic design meant to a
generation of designers that are quickly fading from view. Although
I cannot necessarily relate to David’s life experiences, as a fellow
designer I feel David and I are connected in a community that
transcends generations, trends, schools of thought, and levels of
achievement. David will always remain an inspiration to me because
he is passionate about his stories, his teaching, his interests, and his
practice as a graphic designer. I have come to realize from interviewing David, in addition to my other experiences in graduate
school, that a designer’s mind can’t help but finds its way into all
of life's decisions.
I hope the story I’ve captured about David and his garden will serve
as something meaningful to others as well.

79

REALIZATION

I conducted my second interview with Lisa Taranto, a local artist
and founder of the Architecto architecture firm here in Richmond.

LISA TARANTO, MARCH 2005
LISA’S GARDEN, RICHMOND

Professor Malinoski referred me to Lisa as a person of interest
when my final semester was beginning, and after a preliminary
chat over tea at her studio, I knew she would be a vital asset to
my creative project. When I met Lisa, I was overcome by her
vivacious attitude and could immediately sense her passion for
community work. Lisa never watches TV, she spends most of her
time creating art, and she frequently hosts small get-togethers at
her studio with live music, spreads of organic food, and tea.
Lisa is also the founding member of Richmond’s Tricycle Gardens,
a community garden located in Church Hill.
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REALIZATION

Our first meeting was more like two people getting to know
each other than an interview, although Lisa did share many
insights about her career as an architect, artist, and avid traveler. I remember thinking that Lisa had so much knowledge about
so many different world issues, I never thought our meeting
would come to an end. One subject led to another quite fluidly,
and there were hardly any silences recorded during the filming
of the video. Elements of her office environment such as a train
going by, the phone ringing, and her dog wanting to play fetch
were all caught on tape — but in a way these little disruptions
seemed appropriate to the interview. I think the imperfections
add authenticity to the video.
When Lisa and I started talking about how she started Tricycle
Gardens, I was surprised to find out that the city of Richmond
made it extremely hard for her to initiate her project. Lisa told
me how she struggled in the beginning, trying to get rights to
the otherwise unused plot of land in Church Hill. Lisa spent
many months seeking approval for her community garden
through public and private board meetings, countless hours on
the phone, and several letters to city and county officials.
Even though it was a difficult and time consuming process to
bear, Lisa succeeded in getting her approval from the city.
Anxious to see what she’d done with her property, I asked for
another interview at Tricycle Gardens. Upon my leaving Lisa’s
studio, she agreed to become a part of my creative project.
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REALIZATION

A few weeks later, Lisa and I scheduled a second interview to take
place in Tricycle Gardens. It turned out to be a warm spring day,
so I went a bit early to capture the gardens themselves without
fear of being rude to Lisa. I'm glad I followed my instincts, because
the footage I captured of the sounds in her garden were some of
my most fondest. Birds chirping, wind blowing, cars zooming by —
I felt it added a lot conceptually to the piece — to let the environment speak for itself.

FOOTAGE OF TOMATO PLANT
TRICYCLE GARDENS, RICHMOND

My time alone in Tricycle Gardens also allowed me to experiment
with different styles of filming. Eventually, I made progress by
using extreme zoom techniques I had developed in my earlier
video projects. While I filmed a tomato plant up close, I began to
zoom out very slowly — maintaining the same vantage point like
I’d practiced doing so many times before. This time, however, an
incredible sense of connectivity came over me — almost as though
I’d found my way into the heart of the garden. Residents of the
community walking by soon caught my attention. A city bus drove
by. Birds left their perch in the trees. The wind blew gently
through the green leaves of the tomato plant. Everything somehow became interconnected in those few seconds of footage.
At this time, I realized the permeating nature of the projects I had
completed during the graduate workshop — everything I’d done
up to that point became interconnected in my mind. That experience was truly an awakening for me.
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REALIZATION

When Lisa arrived, she brought along some scrap wood she had
found to form a trellis around her cucumber plants. I thought that
was a nice use of materials. We began talking about urban planning as she set up her trellis, but the conversation quickly began
to move toward intentionality in design, and how doing things
only for money leads to corruption of the spirit. It was such a
refreshing conversation because all throughout graduate school,
one of my top concerns at any given time was how I would make
rent. But as I think about it now, Lisa made some great points
about taking risks. She told me "the bigger the risk you take, the
bigger the hand there is to catch you." She inspired me to think
beyond myself and my own problems, and she reminded me in a
most profound way that money isn't everything.
One of the most important things that I hope comes across in my
interview with Lisa is that as a designer, it’s okay to say no to a
client. It’s okay to take risks. Things will work out. By making an
earnest attempt to do the right thing, you eliminate any confusion
as to what it is you want to achieve. And nobody’s perfect, but
the secret, as she so eloquently puts it, is to simply “have an
awareness about how one's actions affect the rest of the world.”
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REALIZATION

The last series of interviews with Noah Scalin, socially conscious
graphic designer and artist, were perhaps the most concise and
educational for me.

NOAH SCALIN, MARCH 2005
NOAH’S RESIDENCE, RICHMOND

Noah is a young designer who’s already actively pursuing the
things I’m just starting to examine. Despite his age, he’s already
accomplished so much. I really enjoyed sitting down with him
because he has thought a lot about what he’s doing with his life,
and the decisions he’s made. He practices what he preaches.
Noah is the president of the local socially conscious design firm
ALR Design. He’s founded Sprout — Richmond’s Community
Supported Agriculture group. And he teaches a design ethics
class at VCU called Design Rebels.
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REALIZATION

I met Noah for the first time a few semesters before the start of
my creative project — at a bar called Avalon in the fan district of
Richmond. While having some drinks with my fellow classmates,
Noah showed up and we all got to talking. I remember thinking
that Noah’s personality was not what I expected, perhaps because
he was dressed in a goth-like style. He was incredibly open and
talkative, in complete contrast to my initial perception.
Finding out more about Noah’s socially conscious design work, I
was left intrigued by our meeting. Unfortunately, we never saw
each other again until my final semester, when my memory of him
cropped up during the preliminary stages of my creative project.
After discussing his background with my advisor, I thought it
would be a good idea to give Noah a call and see if we could
meet again to discuss his ideas about socially conscious design.
Noah happily agreed and we met soon thereafter.
When I walked into Noah's house/office, I immediately felt how
strongly his environment reflected his personality. His living and
working environment, like that of the Eames’ studio in the film
901, spoke for itself. I think it’s safe to say that Noah has the most
eclectic collection of “stuff” I have ever seen. From glass skulls to
the I Ching, there was something interesting around every corner.
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REALIZATION

While Noah finished working on a design project, I ended up
capturing every nook and cranny of the apartment on video —
with neo-punk music blaring all the while. It's funny, the footage I
thought I would least likely use in my final video ended up tying
the whole piece together — the scene where he prepares his lunch
on camera. Instead of shooting the rest of his house, or finding
some of his design work to capture on film, I watched Noah make
an organic salad. At the time, he kept asking me "What are you
going to do with this footage?" I kept saying back to him "You
NOAH PREPARING A SALAD
NOAH’S KITCHEN

never know" and continued to look through his cupboards.
I’ve realized that intuitive decisions like this are impossible to
rationalize in terms of planning and decision making — sometimes
you just have to let things happen. This is something I tip-toed
around while in graduate school but after filming my interactions
with Noah, it is a lesson that I’ll never forget.
If I had never expressed interest to Noah about his salad, I
may never have found out about his involvement with Sprout,
Richmond’s Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program.
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REALIZATION

When I asked Noah about how he got involved with Sprout, he
told me that CSA programs were readily available when he was
living in New York City. He told me really liked the idea of giving
back to the local communities and farms that have a hard time
competing with the corporate agricultural markets. When he
moved back to Richmond, he quickly figured out that no CSA
program existed in the area. So, like any passionate problem
solver, he started his own.
After the interview was over, I went to Noah’s website to find out
the contact information for Sprout, thinking I would be able to
talk to someone about how the whole thing works from a farmer’s
perspective. Instead, the farmers did me one better and invited
me up to take a look around for myself. The farm sequence in the
film is something I hadn't expected to focus on initially in my
documentary, but it definitely fits with the gardening trend I had
been focusing on up to that point.
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REALIZATION

Meeting Noah was a wonderful experience for me because he
is a walking contradiction, imminent yet transcendent at the same
time. He's not much older than me and extremely laid back. But
once I found out more about what he considers his role to be as a
socially conscious graphic designer, he quickly got my respect.
When I asked Noah about what lessons he tries to instill in his
students, he said this:
“In the end... hopefully what the students will come away with is
the understanding that they command some very powerful tools.
Graphic designers, especially today, are crafting the messages
that we're receiving... So rather than choosing to be a cog in a
machine — having the "all I do is take this message and hand it
along... I don't think about it" attitude — you can say "I can make
some choices here. I don’t have to craft this message in this way.
I can educate my clients, I can educate the audience. I can be an
active component in this machine rather than a passive one.”
My interview with Noah has been a learning experience for me on
many levels — but I think if I had to choose one line to sum it all
up, it would be that “...everything can be done in an ethical way.”
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MFA Exhibition

MFA EXHIBITION

The concept for my MFA Exhibition was simple — to cultivate
a sense of the classroom within the gallery space.
To accomplish this, I borrowed three desks from the design
classrooms in the Pollack building, signed out four laptops
from the media resource center, had my portraits of David,
Lisa, and Noah printed at the VCU graphics lab, and I bought
some cork board to act as backing to tack the posters onto.
I decided laptops would be the ideal presentation method
for my videos because they are the most indicative of the pragmatic use of the videos — they will be used as teaching tools.
When I incorporate these videos into my design classes, my
hope is that students will be able to relate on a more personal
level to each case study. I feel that these videos operate their
best when viewed by a single person. That way, each person
can more directly form a personal connection to the story presented. The separated desks and headphones were intended
to work toward that same end.
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CREATIVE PROJECT DISPLAY
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

STUDENT WATCHING RUSH IMPERSONATIONS
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

STUDENT WATCHING NOAH’S INTERVIEW
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

STUDENTS WATCHING INTERVIEWS
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

STUDENT WATCHING DAVID’S INTERVIEW
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

MY SISTER WRITING ME A NOTE
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

Evaluation & Conclusions

EVALUATION & CONCLUSIONS

All three of my case studies share common qualities — they
each have integrity, they involve people anyone can learn from,
and they feature people who have my utmost respect. Integrity
is a critical attribute of a role model, and this is something that
I want to strive for in my own life. I hope this message communicates clearly enough to compel other students to do the same.

STUDENT WATCHING NOAH’S INTERVIEW
MFA EXHIBITION, ANDERSON GALLERY

In terms of accomplishing my goals of creating an awareness
for designers that incorporate nature into their work, I believe
I’ve done that. However, my ultimate goal of creating an online
teaching tool from which my design students can learn has
not yet been accomplished. Although I had initially planned
to create a website devoted to my topic, this has not been
completed yet. At this point, I believe my creative project has
come to a superficial but successful closure.
Even though my camera work, sound editing, and videography in general was not sublime, I hope that my creative
project was enjoyed by those who came to the gallery and saw
it. Afterwards, some of my students told me that they found it
worthwhile, compelling, and of interest to them. My hope is that
at least one person who has seen my videos took something
positive from it, and feels inspired to share their discoveries
with others. I couldn’t imagine being any more satisfied with
the project than if that happened.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

I see this project growing into a body of work that I collect
throughout my life. I have my next interview planned with David
Rowland, distinguished Industrial designer and creator of the 40/4
chairs. He’s already shared with me some fascinating memories
about taking a summer design course with Maholy-Nagy and being
sent out to draw in nature for several weeks. He also believes he is
a descendent of Blackbeard the Pirate. In return for the interview I
agreed to retrace his lineage to prove the connection is true.
This type of reciprocity has cropped up elsewhere in my work,
and I can see how it is a critical part of the educational process.
For David, I plan to fix his computer for him — he says it’s running
unusually slow lately. For Lisa, I’m going to help her get a personal
website up, and I think it would be good for me to help out in the
gardens when I can. I am currently working with Noah Scalin to
produce a socially conscious business directory for the Richmond
area. Completion of the project is scheduled for June, 2006.
I have purchased the domain ShiftInPerspective.org to act as
an online repository for and expansion of my creative project. I
envision this project becoming an interactive teaching tool to
be referenced in the classroom. My hope is that encouraging advocacy for nature and community-oriented design will help aspiring
young designers reconsider what it means to be a professional in
the field of graphic design.
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